


WHY YOGA WORKS WHEN DIETS OFTEN FAIL

start comparing yourself to somebody
else.”

Gentle yoga is essential for someone of
substantial size. “I teach people to work
slowly and softly, so they succeed, rather
than becoming more frustrated than
before they started,” says Naomi Judith
Offner, whose video Gentle Yoga with Nao-
mi is a good guide for those of us with
round bodies. “It’s when people fail at
exercise—when they don't feel comfort-
able in a class—that they go out and eat
from frustration, stress, and anxiety.”

If you have difficulty bending, kneel-
ing, or lying on the floor, start with very
gentle yoga that can be done in a chair or
in bed. Light stretches and attention to
the breath leave you feeling deeply
relaxed but invigorated. Once you're
comfortable with gentle movement, you
can try other levels, using modifications
and props. For instance, a series of
asanas—including the classic Sun Saluta-
tion—can be done in a chair or with a
chair for support, says Nischala Joy Devi,

author of The Healing Path of Yoga (Har-
mony, 2000). “My goal is to help people
benefit from yoga without injury or
strained muscles,” says Devi. She also
notes that size is not a measure of flexi-
bility. “Many people with a few extra
pounds are incredibly flexible,” she says.
“Conversely, many thin people are quite
stiff.”

Modify the Poses

NO MATTER HOW well-meaning a thin
yoga teacher is, she or he has probably
never experienced yoga as a person of
girth. That’s why it’s important for you to
know your abilities and keep your prac-
tice safe—but just challenging enough—
for you.

Common concerns for us heavy people
include reaching arms above our heads,
folding into a forward bend (and being
able to breathe once we're there!), sitting
cross-legged, holding a pose for a length
of time, and experiencing back and knee
strain due to added weight around the

middle. But in yoga there are always solu-
tions. Place a bolster under the knees to
alleviate back strain when lying down;
when seated cross-legged on the floor,
fold a blanket under your rear. If you can't
reach your arms around your knees to pull
them to your chest when lying down, a
belt will extend your reach.

“You don't have to sacrifice a posture if
your body doesn’t bend like a pretzel,”
Haddon says. “But be sure to honor both
the posture and your own body.” Her
advice is to err on the side of caution. For
instance, if your weight stresses your low-
er back, proceed slowly, with awareness.
“If you gently and gradually work into
postures such as Cobra and Boat, you can
strengthen your back,” Haddon says.

Balancing poses require special atten-
tion. “People of substance run a greater
risk of spinal injury in inverted balancing
poses and should avoid them,” Haddon
says. When a heavy person does Head-
stand, she or he needs considerably more
muscle power to correct a slight wobble
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than a lean person needs to correct the
same degree of imbalance, she explains.
(Tree Pose, on the other hand, develops
balance and is safe for full-sized bodies.)
And take credit for your own strength. “It
amuses me to think the weight ’'m hoist-
ing in Plank is equivalent to what those
buff guys in the gym are bench-pressing,”
says Sharpe.

Props can help you fully benefit from
yoga, compensating for tight joints, lim-
ited flexibility, or arms that don’t reach
around an expansive body. Vandoske con-
siders himself the king of yoga props —he
routinely packs a pair of blocks, two
straps, two sandbags, a blanket, and a mat
when he heads off to the studio. “Props
get me to a level in a pose where I feel
comfortable and can improve,” he says.
“The key to success in yoga for anybody
carrying extra weight is to modify. Accept
where you are and don’t be afraid to
experiment with modifications.”

Often, a pillow beneath the forehead
can make it easier to settle into Child’s

Pose, or a strap can help open the hips
and hamstrings. Don’t worry whether
modifications are kosher. “Yoga is about
being comfortable,” says Devi. “The def-
inition of asana in the Yga Sutra is ‘a com-
fortable and steady pose.’ But the word
used for ‘comfort’ is sukba, which also
means ‘happiness.’ If what you do brings
happiness, then you're doing real yoga,”
she adds.

Practice Brings Patience
“YOGA INVOLVES SO MUCH stretching,”
says Sharpe. “There are downward stretch-
es, side stretches, intellectual stretches,
and emotional stretches.” Indeed, both
processes—learning yoga and losing
weight—require patience and persever-
ance. A yoga practice takes time to culti-
vate; likewise, unwanted pounds won't
disappear overnight.

Because it fuses spiritual with physical
practice, yoga offers a path for self-dis-
covery and self-acceptance. Through it,
I'm more attuned to my needs and feel

better physically and emotionally.

No, yoga won't always keep me from
noshing on nachos.

Yet I respect myself more than before
I started yoga, and I'm more likely to
acknowledge my successes: small ones
like holding Downward-Facing Dog for
four breaths instead of two, big ones like
taking a meditation break instead of a
cookie break.

In time, yoga can transform you and
your body. With work and years of yogic
practice, Varshell has overcome illness,
improved her relationship to eating, pol-
ished her self-image, and shed pounds.
“Now I see food as a way to love and
nourish my body, rather than hide from
my emotions,” she says. “Holding a pose
long enough to feel muscle after muscle
let go and melt into the floor touches me
in a way that ice cream never could.”

Boulder, Colorado-based freelance writer Laurel
Kallenbach wrote the feature on pilgrimage for
our September/October 99 issue.






